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Abstract 
Topic as one of the main concepts of theory of information structure is represented by rather different linguistic tools in different 
languages. In present approach, topic is defined based on the pragmatic relation which it plays in a proposition. In this study, it is 
intended to investigate the effect of formal training of topic-hood on writing and reading abilities of Iranian EFL learners. To
achieve this goal, 30 homogenized subjects were chosen to pass a pre-test/treatment/post-test process. To achieve the goals of the
study, two researcher-made questionnaires were used: one for writing and another for reading comprehension. The results 
obtained by running paired T-test show that the attested difference between control and experimental groups was found to be 
statistically significant, while the difference in reading comprehension was not meaningful. This study can be of great benefit for 
language teachers, learners and material developers to make use of the latest developments in theoretical linguistics.
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Hacettepe Universitesi. 
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1. Introduction 
 Information structure is that component of sentence grammar in which propositions as conceptual representation 
of states of affairs are paired with lexico-grammatical structures in accordance with the mental states of interlocutors 
who use and interpret these structures as units of information in given discourse contexts (Lambrecht, 1994 as cited 
in Gowhary 2014). Lambrecht (1994) has proposed that IS mediate between sentence meaning and form by creating 
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a pragmatically structure of a proposition reflects the speaker's assumption about an addressee's state of knowledge 
at the time of an utterance and also about the representation of discourse referents in the addressee's mind (???). 
What is meant by topic, here, is sentence topic not discourse topic. The concept of topic to be dealt with is based on 
Lambrecht (1994) which is different from Prague school concept of topic. In Prague school, topic is taken to be the 
initial element of a sentence. In this approach, topic may or may not be the initial element in a sentence. According 
to Lambercht (1994) the initial element can be both topical and non-topical according to information distribution 
and discourse function of the mental referents. According to present approach, "topic is what we are talking about in 
a sentence" (Lambrecht, 1994 as cited in Gowhary 2014). This definition is based on “about-ness” relationship. 
There is an entity in a proposition which is the main concern of the sentence. This entity is topic. Another point 
worth mentioning is the difference between topic and sentence subject. Although, there is a high correlation between 
topic and subject, they are not equal. Topics are not necessarily subject and subjects are not necessarily topic. In the 
present study, topic is a pragmatic relation between the mental referents in a proposition. The proposition is usually 
about one (or more than one) of these referents. According to Lambercht (1994 as cited in Gowhary 2014) the 
grammatical devices used to represent topical versus non-topical elements in various languages are different.  
Reinharts (1982) looks topic as an "address" under which the information is stored or classified in the 
interlocutors' mental file. She uses the idea of the context set, that is, the set of propositions taken for granted by the 
interlocutors at the time of an utterance. The context set is metaphorically described as the file which consists of 
indexed cards representing existing discourse referents, while utterances are conceived as a set of instructions to an 
addressee to update the file. Each card has a heading (topic). New assertions added to the context set are classified 
by their topics; they enter information pertaining to the relevant topics determines under which entry the proposition 
is entered into the context set. . On the other hand, Lambtecht (1994, P.150) notices that "topic uniqueness claim is 
neither justifiable on pragmatic grounds nor supported by grammatical arguments". In a sentence, in addition to the 
primary topic, there may be another topic which is called secondary topic. In the following mini- discourse taken 
from Lambrecht (1994 as cited in Gowhary 2014): 
 1 (a) Whatever become of John? 
    (b) He married Rosa, (c), but he didn't really love her.
In (1b) the subject is topical, while the object (Rosa) does not carry a pragmatic presupposition and is a part of 
the focus domain. In (1c) the situation is different: although it is construed primarily as information about John, it 
also increases the addressee’s knowledge about Rosa, namely, the fact that she was not loved by John. Both Rosa 
and John are pragmatically presupposed and equally under discussion in (1c), so the corresponding NPs are 
characterized as topics. 
The primary and the secondary topic have essentially the same properties but to different degrees; the primary 
topic is more important, continuous and recurrent than the secondary topic. The primary topic tends to be encoded 
cross-linguistically as a subject; while the secondary topic tends to be encoded as a direct object (Sasse, 1984).  
In all languages, phonological, morphological and syntactic tools  are used in such a way that languages users be 
able to identify these pragmatic relations as focus and topic. However, different languages do not use these tools in 
the same way. In Japanese in addition to prosody, "wa" and "ga" as two morphological particles are used to 
distinguish topical and focal concepts, that is, morphology plays a more significant role, whereas in French and 
Italian, in addition to prosody, syntactic constructions such as cleft structures are used to distinguish topical and 
focal elements (Lambrecht, 1994). In Persian both tools are used simultaneously or alone to express these pragmatic 
relations. Syntactic operations such as inversion and morphological particles such as ra (among others) are used to 
express topic and focus in Persian (Rassekh 1385, Dabir Moghadam 1984, Mahootian and Birner 1996, and Shokuhi 
and Kipka 2003). 
Based on Lambrecht (1994:118) that it was mentioned at the beginning of introduction "Topic is what we are 
talking about in a sentence", so all EFL learners should know topic in order to have a meaningful communication. 
Accordingly, one aim to be followed in this paper  to know whether Iranian EFL learners know Topic or not and 
does formal training have any effect on reading comprehension and writing ability of Iranian EFL learners or not? 
Hence, some questionnaires were used to answer the following two research questions:  
1. Does formal training of topic have any effect on writing of respondents? 
2. Does formal training of topic have any effect on reading comprehension of respondents? 
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2. Methodology  
2.1. Participants 
The 60 participants of this study were chosen from EFL students of Azad university of Ilam. One proficiency test 
was held among 60 students in order to select a homogenized group of students. Then, 30 students were chosen 
based on this proficiency test to participate in this study. At first, a pre-test was run for this group and then a formal 
training was given to this group. Finally, a post-test was run for this group in order to see the effect of this formal 
training. 
2.2. Instrumentation 
This section elaborates on the instruments used in this research. In order to fulfill the study, the researcher used a 
series of instruments as following:  
2.2.1. An English Novel with Its Persian Translation 
   As the first instrument, an English text with its Persian translation (Old Man and Sea), was used in order to select 
some sentences to make the writing questionnaire.  
2.2.2. Questionnaire 
The second instruments used in this study were two questionnaires. In the first questionnaire which was devised 
by the researcher, some English sentences from "old man and sea" was chosen. Then two Persian translations; one 
by Nazi Azima and another by the researcher were provided for each sentence. The students didn't know which 
choice is by a professional translator and which one is a distracter. For each included question there is a point which 
has implication for EFL learners. Another questionnaire used to in this study was a reading comprehension test. In 
this questionnaire which was invented by the researcher 30 questions where included which was run twice in a pre-
test, post-test method with the treatment in between. Like the first questionnaire for each question, there was a point 
related to the employed theory of study. 
2.2.3. Language Proficiency Test 
    Another instrument used in this study was a language proficiency test. Language proficiency test was used to 
select a homogenized group among 60 students. After administration of this test, 30 students out of 60 participants 
whose scores fell between one standard deviation above and below the mean were selected as the subjects of the 
target study.   
2.2.4.  Test Validity and reliability 
Validity refers to the degree in which our test or other measuring device is truly   measuring what we intended it 
to measure. A test is valid when "it measures what it is supposed to measure" (Oller, 1979, p. 70). Therefore, to 
ensure that the test employed in the present study is valid, the researcher used content validity, criterion-related 
validity, and construct validity. The test items were evaluated to validate the suitability of the task to the students' 
abilities, the clarity of the instructions, the feasibility of test items, the suitability of the allotted time, and test 
organization. Necessary changes to the test items were made based on the feedback from the experts. For the 
reliability of the questionnaires, the researcher used Cronbach's alpha which was proved to be satisfactory. 
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3. Results  
As cited earlier, two questions are investigated in this research: first, does formal training of topic have any effect 
on writing of respondents? Second, does formal training of topic have any effect on reading comprehension of 
respondents? The first question is dealt with here and just the first student's performance is represented here as a 
sample. 
3.1. Statistical Analysis of pre and post tests of writing for student 1 (a sample) 
Table 1. The frequency of first student's performance in pre/ post-test in writing 
student 1 post Total
felicitous Infelicitous 
Student 1(Pre-test) 
Felicitous
Count 6 2 8
% within Student 1(Pre-test) 75.0% 25.0% 100.0% 
% within student 1 post 28.6% 22.2% 26.7% 
% of Total 20.0% 6.7% 26.7% 
Infelicitous 
Count 15 7 22 
% within Student 1(Pre-test) 68.2% 31.8% 100.0% 
% within student 1 post 71.4% 77.8% 73.3% 
% of Total 50.0% 23.3% 73.3% 
Total
Count 21 9 30 
% within Student 1(Pre-test) 70.0% 30.0% 100.0% 
% within student 1 post 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 70.0% 30.0% 100.0% 
This table shows that the student 1 in pre-test could answer to %26.7 of writing questions correctly but this 
amount has been %70 in post-test. Paired t-test used in this study shows that this difference is meaningful (Table 2) 
in contrast to post-test because (P=0/000). To save time and place, all of the student's performance are not displayed 
here. In the following the mean scores of the subjects are analyzed using paired T-test. 
3.2. Analyzing mean scores of the Pre/Post-test of respondents in Writing 
The following table also shows the respondents' performance by using paired t-test in both pre- and post-test 
concerned to morphology test. 
Table 2. Analyzing the mean of respondents in pre/ post-test by using paired t-test 
 Mean Number Std.Deviation Std.EM P 
Pre-test 
Post-test
9.30 
21.60 
30 
30 
2.070 
1.976 
.378 
.361 0/000 
This table shows that in morphology test (writing) the all respondents have used the more appropriate linguistic 
forms in contrast to pre-test. In this step, each respondent, in average, could answer to 9.30 of the 30 questions 
related to writing. In post-test this amount is improved (21.60). Paired t-test used in this study shows that this 
progress is meaningful (P= 0/000). 
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3.3. Statistical Analysis of pre and post tests of Reading Comprehension for student1 
Table 3. The frequency of performance of student1 in pre/ post-test in reading comprehension test (sample) 
student 1 post Total
fel infel 
Student 1(Pre-test) 
Felicitous
Count 8 4 12 
% within Student 1(Pre-test) 66.7% 33.3% 100.0% 
% within student 1 post 47.1% 30.8% 40.0% 
% of Total 26.7% 13.3% 40.0% 
Infelicitous 
Count 9 9 18 
% within Student 1(Pre-test) 50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 
% within student 1 post 52.9% 69.2% 60.0% 
% of Total 30.0% 30.0% 60.0% 
Total
Count 17 13 30 
% within Student 1(Pre-test) 56.7% 43.3% 100.0% 
% within student 1 post 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 56.7% 43.3% 100.0% 
This table shows that from total number of 30 questions related to reading comprehension, student 1 could 
answer %40 of question correctly but in post-test, the same person could answer %56.7 of questions correctly. In the 
following, the mean scores of all the subjects are analyzed using paired T-test. 
3.4. Analyzing mean scores of the Pre/Post-tests of the respondents in reading comprehension test 
The following table also shows the respondents' performance by using paired t-test in both pre- and post-test in 
reading comprehension test. 
Table 4. Analyzing the mean scores of respondents in pre/ post-test by using paired t-test 
 Mean Number Std.Deviation Std.EM P 
Pre-test 
Post-test
11.97 
15.50 
30 
30 
1.691 
1.871 
.309 
.342 0/125 
    
Table 4 shows that from total number of 30 questions about reading comprehension, the respondents, in average 
could answer to 11.97 of questions correctly, in pre-test. This amount is increased to 15.50 in post-test. However, 
the employed t-test shows that this progress is not meaningful (P=0/125). Albeit, the respondents in post-test have 
had a better performance than pre-test, though, this difference is not meant to be meaningful. 
4. Discussion 
The theory of information structure as a rather new development in modern linguistics has received little 
attention in the context of Iranian EFL teaching. In this study, 'topic' as a theoretical construct was explained for 
experimental subjects in very simple terms (formal training). It was intended to investigate the effect of formal 
training of this construct in EFL learners. As we saw, this training resulted in a rather better performance of the 
subjects in their writing, although this improvement was not meaningful in the learners' ability in reading 
comprehension. These findings are in line with what Gowhary (2012) found in his paper. The findings of the present 
study are also in harmony with the findings of Yusefi et al. (2014). 
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The results of current research have both theoretical and practical implications which will are discussed here. 
Theoretically, findings of this study can help the theoreticians to present a more comprehensive theory of language. 
In many educational systems such as Iran's educational system, especially in Ministry of Education, the teachers 
don't teach topic in the class. Practically, the findings of this study are helpful for some groups involved in the 
process of language teaching and learning in educational setting.  EFL learners and teachers, translators, material 
developers, etc can be benefited from the findings of this study. The results can also help the students to have better 
understanding of reading comprehension at their English book. Because when they know the topic they can 
comprehend the text better. Another community which can use this study and its finding are translators. So it can be 
concluded that the results of this study can help to the translators practically in order to represent a meaningful 
translation with the same functional value in target language. The next group of people who benefit from the results 
and findings and procedures of conducting this study are the material and textbook designers and developers in 
educational system. By using the results of this study they can for example put new sections and exercises in English 
textbook which involve teaching topic. 
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